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T/W
Humanizing the Teaching of Writing by Centering
the Writer
Naitnaphit Limlamai, Colorado State University
Introduction
One hurdle teacher educators face in preparing preservice teachers to teach
in ways that are more humanizing and engage in just and equitable practices is that
often, preservice teachers as students did not experience this kind of education
(Hill, 2020). This seemed to be especially true in my work with secondary
preservice teachers in a writing for secondary teachers class at a mid-sized public
university in the midwest. As teacher educators who prepare preservice teachers to
teach writing, we largely understand its importance, but preservice teachers came
into our 14-week class often telling me that they “aren’t writers,” and sometimes
frightened that their “poor writing skills” would make the class difficult for them.
One student from the Fall 2021 term summed it up best when she wrote in her final
portfolio: “many of the beliefs I had about writing and myself as a writer when I
first started this class seem funny now, as they were so drenched in negative, false
thinking.”
The goal of our class, then, is to flip their “negative, false thinking” to help
them see that they are writers, and that the development of their writerly identities
in our class can guide their work with the adolescent writers they will one day teach.
In experiencing new ways to think about themselves as writers, redefining what
“counts” as writing, developing teaching artifacts as they grow as writers, and
working with adolescent pen pals, preservice teachers gain the confidence,
knowledge, and skills to teach writing in ways that are humanizing and just.
Framework
It is worth restating briefly here the importance of developing writers to
emphasize that facilitating this development, especially for those who have been
historically forbidden to write (i.e., people of color, women, those from lower
classes) (Brandt, 2015) is an act of justice. Research from composition studies
reveals that writing in school has the potential to contribute to students’ academic
and intellectual growth. School writing instruction can help students organize
information and make connections between ideas; it can support reflection and help
students make meaning of what they learn (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Gillespie et

al., 2014). Writing can also be “an important tool for…occupational, and social
success in the United States,” helping students process and communicate what they
learn and know and participate in community and civic life (Kiuhara et al., 2009).
As instructors engage writers in their development, therefore, it is important
to note the ways the writer is able to actualize and use their voices as they make
decisions in the writing process, engaging in a partnership with the instructor rather
than a prescriptive, banking model of education. Freirean traditions of coconstruction maintain that the teacher and learner are reciprocally involved in the
process (Freire, 1996). Furthermore, principles of antiracism posit “that educators
listen to and incorporate…students’ perspectives …. [in] confirm[ation] that
knowledge construction is fluid,” which “empower[s] students to claim ownership”
(Chavez, 2021, pp. 116–117). Thus, rather than a model in which teachers tell
writers what and how to write, humanizing, just, and antiracist writing practices
hold that learners have a hand in their own process of learning, experiencing for
themselves their own agency as writers.
Context and Methods
The writing community discussed here drew from preservice teachers in a
writing for secondary teachers class composed of undergraduates, postbaccalaureates, and masters of teaching preservice teachers who were fulfilling
their upper-level writing requirement. While the class construction was mostly
preservice teachers who majored in English and were earning certification and
licensure to teach secondary English Language Arts classes, students who were
studying any secondary discipline also enrolled in the course. I have thus taught
preservice teachers earning licensure in secondary English, math, history, science,
English language learners, and special education.
The structure of the class drew inspiration from the National Writing Project
and our local writing project chapter, which attempted to humanize the writer and
writing process. Values that the class maintained include developing preservice
teachers as writers so that they can model writing and approach writing from the
mindset of a writer, moving away from traditional direct instruction where a teacher
gives instruction and then evaluates writing without consistently demonstrating the
process of writing or offering meaningful feedback in a timely fashion (A. Knight,
personal communication, January 7, 2021).
The preservice teachers I taught in this class continually revealed in their
class portfolios that our class helped them to reconsider what “counts” as writing
and reconceptualize who “counts” as a writer. They walked away from class calling
themselves writers and the work they produced writing, and were equally excited
to share not just strategies with adolescent learners, but to continue writing
alongside them.
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I wanted to figure out what was happening in our class that facilitated this
transformation, and what could contribute to my own development as a teacher
educator, so I reviewed two synthesis pieces they wrote towards the end of the term,
where they most often described their learning and what we did in class that
contributed to that learning: a) a class slide deck that synthesized their learning
about teaching writing from their pen pal correspondence and in our class, sharing
an excerpt of their pen pal’s writing, what they noticed about it and what kind of
feedback they would offer, then responding to the question, What has your
correspondence with your pen pal, your simulated adolescent writer feedback
session with me, and the ways you’re giving and receiving feedback in workshop
teaching you about the teaching of writing?; and b) the introductory letters to their
final portfolio, in which they described their experience in our class: what came
easy, what was challenging, what they know or could do now that they couldn’t
when our class began, what they wanted to take to heart, and what they learned
about themselves. They also shared what they were most proud of in their
portfolios, what they would spend more time working on if they could, and how
feedback from their peers and me shaped their work.
In reviewing their synthesis materials, I learned that preparing preservice
teachers to teach writing in more humanizing and just ways involves opportunities
to write and reassess their own experiences of writing and learning how to write,
creating a more humanizing classroom where they are considered writers and where
“writing” is broadly defined; surfacing and interrogating their own problematic and
dysfunctional ideas about writers and writing as they write and develop teaching
artifacts; and trying out new ideas about writers, writing, and teaching writing with
adolescent pen pals.
Findings and Discussion: Redefining writing and who is a writer
In order to prepare preservice teachers to teach writing to adolescent writers,
we first re-defined what is meant by “writing.” To emphasize the many kinds of
writing that exist, we made a list in our shared class slides. Preservice teachers
began by naming more traditional “school-based” writing, such as “persuasive
essays” and “research papers.” Then I kept asking, “what else?” until we filled the
slide with columns of different kinds of writing. Upon reflection, Marc noted in his
portfolio, “I also now know that there are a variety of things, such as texts, emails,
grocery lists, essays, blogs, speeches, and tweets that are considered writing.” By
identifying ways in which preservice teachers already write and are already writers,
they re-defined their own relationship to writing. By the end of the class, Cassidy
wrote that she learned, “that writing is something everyone can do
and…something…we do on a daily basis—whether it’s writing out our homework
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answers, partaking in online discussions, writing social media posts, filling out
applications, and so much more.”
As preservice teachers recognized that they are already writers, we wrote.
We introduced ourselves to each other by sharing about our names (drawing on
models from Cisneros and Acevedo) or where we’re from (in the style of George
Ella Lyon) or personifying an abstract noun to mimic our personalities (inspired by
Gendler’s List of Qualities). We wrote Letters of Recommendation, sparked by The
New York Times column of the same name, to celebrate “the overlooked and
underappreciated.” And we explored and bent genre in unfamiliar genre projects
(Fleischer & Andrew-Vaughan, 2009). Meanwhile, we also read Internment
(Ahmed, 2019) to learn about ways that writing can be liberatory in a very public—
and risky—way. In this first third of the class, we wrote and shared our writing to
re-vision what is meant by writing, using these ideas to build a first draft beliefs
statement about the teaching of writing. At the end of the term Meredith summed
up her new outlook in her final portfolio: “I’ve learned that writing is an expression
of the crossroads of personal and cultural influences, a space where one’s inner
world joins and interacts with the outer world. Thus, writers’ realities should be
honored and cultivated in all their written forms.” Preservice teachers’ realities are
honored as they write about their worlds.
As we wrote and reevaluated what is meant by writers and writing, we also
reassessed the process of writing, drawing on the threshold concept that writing is
a social activity (Adler-Kassner & Wardle, 2015), bending preservice teacher longheld views of writers at work. Jamie wrote, “When I think of writing, I think of
someone toiling away on their own and then sending it off for publishing. I don’t
normally think of groups of people giving guiding questions. I think that my
understanding of writing has been deepened by this class.” Writing is a process of
co-construction with others, and in working together, writers’ voices are centered,
rather than relying on banking models of learning (Freire, 1996). Laurie wrote
about how this process facilitated her learning: “With the amount of group work or
discussion we did in this class made it more of a community where we were all
comfortable with each other.”
The socialness of writing also extended to learning from peers in workshop
and peer review; ultimately, feedback from peers pushed writers to see their writing
differently and to engage in a process of critical reflection. Drew reflected similarly:
“feedback was helpful in…that it brought a different perspective that I wasn’t aware
of and had me look at it differently and more critically to really discern and get to
the heart of what I was trying to say.” Jamie wrote about what she uncovered: “It
made me think deeper and differently about my work. It brought me to new
discoveries I perhaps would have not gotten to on my own.” Finally, Abigail wrote
about the role of feedback and helping her develop different lenses: “The constant
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cycles of receiving feedback in this class…really pushed me to look outside of my
ideologies, beliefs, and perspectives.”
Opportunities to write, write in community, develop writing processes, and
reflect on how these ideas could codify into beliefs about teaching writing helped
preservice teachers reassess their own ideas about writing, humanizing their
outlooks.
Connecting the development of a writerly identity to what it means to teach
writing
As preservice teachers developed new ideologies about writing and began
to call themselves writers, they surfaced and interrogated ideas they once
maintained and shifted them as they developed teaching artifacts. Many preservice
teachers recognized that their previous ideas about writing and teaching it revolved
around grammar and correction, which stood in contrast to how we discussed
writing in our class. Anna elaborated on this difficulty:
The most challenging thing for me … was questioning the way I had been
taught in my own education …. Correct “grammar” and the “right” way to
speak and write were ingrained in me throughout my elementary and
secondary education. This class completely challenged that way of thinking
and changed my view of what should be taught in the English classroom
and how it should be taught.
Anna recognized that her own ways of schooling weren’t the only model she could
draw on to learn how to teach writing. Abigail noted: “reflecting on my previous
experiences inside the classroom and more importantly, hearing about the
experiences of those around me, who come from a different background …. pushed
me to think more about the student, what helps them in their learning of writing,
and what I can do as their teacher to meet them where they are.” In reassessing her
own experiences of learning to write and hearing about those of her peers, Abigail
came to understand that teachers can center the writer and their needs. Rachel
summed up her learning and the transitions from her previous way of thinking about
teaching writing to a new one she developed in our class:
The feedback is all about helping the student grow in their writing abilities
and less about the specific grammatical errors made [which]…allows the
writer to be who they are and find their voice as a writer instead of making
them feel that they have to write in a certain way to earn a good grade.
Learning to give feedback [like] this…was challenging. It is not easy to go
from correcting students’ work as we traditionally would, with grammar
and structure, to thinking about how to encourage students to expand their
thinking.
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Each preservice teacher discussed above shifted their thinking from the correction
of student work to helping them “expand their thinking.” This shift is grounded in
centering the writer and their needs, humanizing the process and engaging in
antiracist teaching practices (Chavez, 2021; Freire, 1996). Rather than prescribe
language usage, the focus instead centers the writer, starting with their own writing
and ideas. The role of the teacher, then, is to facilitate the development of those
ideas and draw out the writer’s thinking in their writing.
Surfacing problematic ideas about teaching writing and internalizing how
to center writers, preservice teachers then developed teaching artifacts. Sophe wrote
in their portfolio that “the thing I’m most proud of is my lesson plan …. When I
look at it I can see the influence of techniques that were used and taught in class,
such as offering different ways to engage with writing, working in groups and
alone, and incorporating a variety of media and activities.” Sophe incorporated into
their lessons the strategies they experienced in our class, in contrast to those they
had experienced as a student. Elizabeth noted that “writing does not always need to
be formal” and that “there are many ways to make writing fun and relevant to
[students].” She continued by connecting her experiences in our class to her lesson
planning: “In this class we discussed writing in different genres and in different
forms, and I intend to incorporate different writing activities into my future
classroom….By allowing students to write things that they enjoy, I can instill a love
of writing in them, or at least show them that writing is not as boring as research
essays make it out to be.” The goal for Sophe and Elizabeth was to facilitate the
development of an adolescent writer’s writing skills by developing their writerly
identities, offering them a variety of definitions of writing and ways to engage with
it. In focusing on the role of writing beyond the classroom, as we had done when
we identified and wrote in ways that recognized writing’s capaciousness, Marc
wrote about principles he applied to his lessons: “as a future teacher, my lessons
should always have a bigger picture or purpose behind them so that … students can
see the value in what they are learning and how it can be applied to their lives
outside of school.” Preservice teachers, who experienced writing in new ways and
contrasted those ways with how they were taught to write, used their new ideas to
develop their own teaching artifacts.
Interacting with adolescent writers to “try out” new ways of teaching writing
The final piece of the sequence—after redefining what is meant by writing,
developing writerly identities, surfacing and interrogating problematic ideas about
learning how to write, and building teaching artifacts grounded in their new
learning—involved preservice teachers assessing their semester-long interactions
with adolescent pen pals.
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Writing letters to pen pals at a local high school helped preservice teachers
see how adolescent writers felt about writing. Marc noted that his letters from his
pen pal have “taught me that students can have a variety of feelings about writing
and this can directly impact their writing skills.” Elizabeth echoed this sentiment:
“This pen pal experience taught me that when teaching writing I should consider
students’ relationship with writing and try to build from where they’re at.” Marc
and Elizabeth both remarked on the ways in which a writer’s feelings about writing
shape their writing experiences, solidifying these ideas as they wrote to adolescents.
Our pen pal letters were also spaces to practice how to offer feedback to an
adolescent writer. Despite the openness and questions preservice teachers offered
each other in workshop, to push the writer to consider their writing choices, when
reviewing with me a piece of adolescent writing from their pen pal, they reverted
to identifying what they called “errors” in language use, like where to place a
comma. In reflecting on this experience in their portfolio, Abigail wrote,
“Originally, I would have pointed out all of the weaknesses in [my pen pal’s]
writing, rather than pose questions that push [her] to think deeper about her writing
as it reads. I have learned that writing is a long, vulnerable process, and should
focus on celebrating students and encouraging them to think deeper about their
writing.” Having the ability to practice offering feedback on adolescent work
allowed preservice teachers to put their learning immediately into action, closing
the distance between university coursework and interaction with secondary
students. As their teacher educator, I was also able to see preservice teacher learning
and remind them about what they had learned in class. Kim noted the ways in which
communicating with a pen pal helped her to be more empathetic towards a student
writer: “Over the course of the pen pal assignment … [I met] a really amazing
young adult. My feedback sessions have help[ed] me be more compassionate in the
grading process and look for ways to improve giving feedback that is constructive.”
Rather than replicate the experiences of learning to write enacted on them in their
schooling, preservice teachers learned more humanizing ways to center the writer
and their writerly development.
Finally, exchanging letters with local pen pals also allowed preservice
teachers to ask adolescent writers about the experience of writing in school. Twila
wrote, “I learned that asking students to write on topics they enjoy is not enough to
get them to write. Students need to practice writing in an environment or medium
that they enjoy and are comfortable with.” Twila identified that her own teaching
would need to include writing topics that were interesting to students, something
we had discussed and tried when we designed writing assessments (Gere et al.,
2019). But she also noted that topics weren’t enough if the writers weren’t in an
environment that felt safe, like a writing community we had created in our class.
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Creating a situation in which preservice teachers could immediately enact
their learning from their preparation coursework allowed them to close the distance
between learning about teaching and teaching.
The Ultimate Goal
The guiding ideas of our course on teaching writing were considering what
it means to be a writer, and therefore what it means to teach writing. Preservice
teachers redefined what is meant by “writing” and recognized that they are already
writers while surfacing problematic ways they had previously viewed writers and
writing. Throughout the course they were able to communicate with adolescent
writers on how they experienced writing in school, which offered an opportunity to
reinforce classroom learning and put their learning into practice.
Ultimately, the course allowed preservice teachers to reconceptualize how
they thought about writers and writing, including assessing and cultivating their
own writerly identities. Kim summed it up when she wrote, “The class taught me
to teach writing through the eyes of the writer,” which included the writer’s
intersecting identities and positionalities, which often shaped how they viewed
language. Centering the writer rather than the instructor’s preferences about writing
changed everything. Jamie and Joyce keyed in on these ideas, and I’d like to close
with their words that express the challenge and the goal. From Joyce:
The hardest part is critical feedback: how to say something in the right way
that moves them forward, and how to pick the right thing. No piece of
writing is ever finished. There is always something else to be done with it.
At its best, this process becomes an intellectual co-creation between a
teacher and a student—rather than defaulting to a process of correction, in
which students often feel encouraged to copy their teacher’s thinking and
writing.
From Jamie:
By asking a question I am sparking curiosity and thinking instead of
creating a power dynamic where I say “fix this” or “change that” and do it
“my way” [where] the writer no longer has autonomy of thought. That kills
interest and desire. It could also leave the students thinking that they are not
good at writing. Which is not the goal of writing instruction[;] rather the
goal is t[o] foster a love of writing while also nurtur[ing] raw and young
talent.
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